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Canadians for Justice and Peace 
in the Middle East 
580 Sainte-Croix, Suite 050 
Saint-Laurent, QC H4L 3X5 
March 16, 2021 

 
Jagmeet Singh 
Leader, New Democratic Party of Canada 
NDP National Headquarters 
279 Laurier Avenue East – Suite #300 
Ottawa, Ontario K1P 5J9 

 

 

Dear Mr. Singh, 
On behalf of Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East (CJPME), I urge you to 
allow a free and open debate on the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) 
Working Definition of Antisemitism (WDA) at the upcoming NDP policy convention. A 
resolution opposing the IHRA WDA has been endorsed by over 50 riding associations, and 
we encourage you to support this resolution, and to support the right of your party members 
to engage in free political expression on topics of Israel, Zionism, and Palestine.  
Antisemitism is a problem in Canada, and CJPME stands firmly opposed to it. 
Nevertheless, CJPME opposes the IHRA WDA, and particularly its illustrative examples, 
of which 7 out of 11 mention criticism of Israel or Zionism. Taken together, we and our 
supporters are concerned that the definition and its examples are already being used to stifle 
criticism and advocacy related to Israel and Palestine. Our concerns about IHRA are shared 
by Independent Jewish Voices Canada, the Canadian Labour Congress, the Canadian 
Federation of Students, the BC Civil Liberties Association, more than 550 academics, and 
many other civil society groups.1  
CJPME believes that the IHRA WDA is far too ambiguous to be useful for determining 
instances of antisemitism. In many cases, its guidance is simply incompatible with 
principled advocacy on international affairs. This is a problem with several of IHRA’s 
“illustrative examples,” ostensibly intended to identify instances of antisemitism.  For 
example:  

1) The IHRA WDA deems it antisemitic when someone is: “Applying double 
standards by requiring of [Israel] a behavior not expected or demanded of any other 
democratic nation.”2 However, it should be obvious that a “double standard” is an 
incredibly imprecise, subjective standard by which to judge criticism. In fact, the 
complaint of a “double standard” will be used by any country which feels unfairly 
criticized. This aspect of IHRA opens the door to complaints against virtually any 
line of critique about Israel or its policies, and it is not clear who will be in a 
position to decide whether a “double standard” has been employed. The IHRA may 
be invoked in response to any occasion in which the NDP expresses reasonable 
criticism against the government of Israel over its policies towards the Palestinians.  
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2) The IHRA WDA deems it antisemitic when someone is “Denying the Jewish 
people their right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that the existence of a 
State of Israel is a racist endeavor.”3 This aspect of IHRA directly targets criticism 
which makes claims about the racist character of Israel. This potentially poses a 
problem for anyone looking at Israel from the perspective of its discriminatory 
actions and policies targeting Palestinians. It would be akin to forbidding someone 
from calling Canada a “racist” state, or from talking about Canada in terms of its 
history of anti-Indigenous discrimination or systemic racism.  

This threat is not simply a hypothetical matter, as many of IHRA’s Canadian supporters see 
the definition as a tool to ban or defund certain forms of criticism and protest of Israel, and 
they are already using it to attack government and international initiatives which criticize or 
discipline Israel. Below are just a few examples: 
First, IHRA has been used to target MPs who criticize Israeli policies: 

• Early this year, NDP MP Charlie Angus was accused by an Ontario MPP and a top 
Israeli diplomat of violating the IHRA WDA, after Angus shared a factual Guardian 
article criticizing Israel’s discriminatory vaccine rollout which excludes the 
Palestinians under Israeli occupation.4  

Second, the IHRA has been used to criticize Canada’s vote for Palestinian self-
determination at the United Nations: 

• In late 2020, Canada voted yes on a motion for Palestinian self-determination at the 
United Nations General Assembly, while voting no on many other motions about 
Palestinian human rights. However, several commentators interpreted this single 
bland vote as a violation of the IHRA definition, including the former CEO of the 
Friends of the Simon Wiesenthal Centre (FSWC) in the National Post.5 

Third, IHRA has been leveraged to target and defund humanitarian NGOs who partner with 
Palestinian organizations: 

• NGO Monitor has accused the United Church of Canada and humanitarian NGO 
Kairos Canada of violating the IHRA definition, due to their partnership with 
Palestinian women’s group Wi’am, which had joined a 2005 statement from 
Palestinian civil society in support of boycotting Israel.6 

• In 2020, in a statement retweeted by the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs (CIJA), 
NGO Monitor wrote: “Canada adopting @TheIHRA definition of #Antisemitism is 
an important symbolic and declaratory move. Implementing it in the Canadian 
policy, including NGO funding used to single out and attack Israel, is essential.”7  

Fourth, IHRA has been used to condemn the International Criminal Court (ICC): 

• Israeli Member of Knesset Michael Cotler-Wunsh, who is also the daughter of Irwin 
Cotler, Canada’s Special Envoy in charge of promoting IHRA, wrote in the 
Jerusalem Post that the ICC’s investigation of Israeli and Palestinian officials 
“singles out and applies double standards against the Jewish state, thereby violating 
the consensus International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) working 
definition of antisemitism.”8 
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Fifth, IHRA is being promoted as a way to allow universities to crack down against 
scholarship and campus activism that is critical of Israel: 

• B’nai Brith Canada has been petitioning the University of Toronto to reject the 
candidacy of Dr. Valentina Azarova for directorship of its law school’s International 
Human Rights Program.9 According to B’nai Brith’s CEO, Dr. Azarova’s critical 
scholarship on Israel’s occupation should have disqualified her from consideration 
in the first place,10 and the organization argues that the university should adopt the 
IHRA definition “to assist the University in addressing situations of the sort the 
candidacy of Ms. Azarova presented.”11  

• A group of University of Toronto professors, supported by B’nai Brith Canada and 
Friends of the Simon Wiesenthal Centre, have been lobbying the university to adopt 
IHRA, saying: “Flowing from this, the university would have every right, if not the 
obligation, to face down the UTGSU’s support for BDS [boycott, divestment, 
sanctions] as well as its holding of the annual ‘Israel Apartheid Week.’”12 

The above examples are only a small sample of the concrete ways in which IHRA’s key 
supporters intend to use it against specific forms of government policy, advocacy, research, 
and charity. Many of the positions being accused of violating the IHRA WDA have been 
recently supported by the NDP, including support for votes at the UN and the ICC 
investigation of Israeli officials. 
If IHRA were to be adopted by the NDP, CJPME fears that it would be used to shut down 
free expression for anyone who would advocate for Palestinian human rights or criticize 
Israel’s human rights violations, whether NDP members in Parliament promoting a change 
in government policy, or party members organizing in their community. Even if it were not 
always weaponized against such activities, IHRA would not only put a chill on free 
expression, but would also likely result in self-censorship around these issues.  
In 2019, the NDP admitted that IHRA “could be a threat for people who legitimately 
denounce grave human rights abuses by the government of Israel against Palestinians.”13 
We urge you to build upon this principled stance and to publicly give your support to the 
upcoming resolution. The NDP can combat antisemitism without undermining the ability of 
Canadian Palestinians to advocate for themselves, and without undermining the NDP’s 
ability to combat racism in Canada or internationally. 
For more analysis, please see CJPME’s brief on Bill 168, 14 as well as the detailed report 
from Independent Jewish Voices Canada (IJV Canada).15 IJV has also compiled a list of 
more than 30 examples of IHRA having been weaponized to silence criticism of Israel.16  
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have further questions or concerns. You can 
reach me at 613-315-7947, or at michael.bueckert@cjpme.org. 
Sincerely,  

 
Michael Bueckert, PhD 
Vice President, Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East 
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